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The Partridge
By Martin A. Hansen
(Translated by Inga Wiehl)

"Martin A. Hansen is considered one of the best and
most influential Danish writers of the century. Despite
his premature death in 1955 at the age of forty-six, he
left a rich artistic legacy of novels, short stories, and
travel descriptions as well as essays and books dealing
with historical, cultural and philosophical themes.
'The Partridge' ('Agerh0nenJ is the title story of a collection of twelve short stories, all of which emphasize
artistic expression as self-revelation. It is the means
whereby the artist transforms the world and makes it
new. The twelve stories are divided into three parts,
childhood, adolescence and maturity. 'The Partridge'
belongs with the first group. It tells of the simple faith
which was a reality to the writer as a child. The
elusiveness of that faith, however, is revealed in the
tone of the piece, which reflects the longing of the
adult writer, the Christian existentialist, whose need for
his childhood's faith is as great as it was then. He
yearns for that despite his realization that struggle and
doubt are steady companions on the road towards a
goal that may never be reached, an innocence that
may never be regained." - Inga Wiehl
They heard the homeless wayfarer outside, the wind. He
seemed tired. He would lie down in the field to rest, only to get
back on his feet again.
Onct in a while the snow would rise by the window, whirl,
dance a polka, and be gone. It is having a look inside, they
thought; it is amused at us, even if there is nothing amusing here.
It was blowing, and the evening wore on. The wind increased,
but languidly, slowly. It dragged through the trees in the garden.
A fretting wind. It behaved like someone who has to tell the truth
but hesitates. This was probably what the grown-ups inside heard
in the petulant wind .
The evening wore on, and snow fell incessantly. At first the
snow flakes were large and broad as they came sailing from the
dark towards the window pane where they became luminous
anemones. Later they grew smaller and tighter, and for a very long
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time they came aslant. Soon they came faster, sweeping horizontally except when the snow halted and turned in his long, white
cloak and looked in.
"Just look at the snow, " said the smallest girl. "Shush" her
sister said. Normally the children rejoiced at snowfall, but that
would not be fitting now, they thought. No more was said all
evening than what the little one had said about the snow. It was
wartime, the first big war, in a remote place, in a modest house,
where something was wrong.
The father was reading the paper. He read the same
paragraph over and over. He would get half-way through, then
start over. The mother darned socks. The needle went fast, in and
out, in and out; she cut the thread, next hole, much too fast. The
children sat close together at a corner of the table and looked at
old magazines. They were very quiet and very good.
In a more gentle light the room would have looked cozy, well
tended, with the doilies, pictures and knickknacks. But from the
ceiling hung an odd, inert thing which gave the room a lifeless
look. The polished, shining brass of the kerosene lamp offered no
comfort, for the lamp was without oil. It just hung where it had
been hung.
The light came from the carbide lamp on the shelf. The father
had tried to shade it, but it still gave off a crude light. The stinging flame was crooked and blue, and it hissed as long as it had
enough energy. For a moment only, just before it died out, the
light seemed human.
The lamp pointed out the worn seats of the furniture and the
spots on the wall paper. It made all the faults show. It accentuated their drawn faces. The room was pcor, and so were their
souls which lacked oil for their lamps.
Now and then the wayfarer out there would run an arm down
the chimney and make the stove smoke. The children watched
that with open mouths, faintly smiling. Here at last was
something interesting.
Yet there were live coals in the stove; the room was not entirely without heat. If a stranger had come in, he might not have
noticed anything. Then the parents would do their best. They
took pride in concealing everything to the end.
Now and then friends came to visit. They probably had a
hunch, and some of them had eyes as sharp as the carbide lamp.
They secretly inspected the children's ears. Yes, the ears were
clean, their clothes were mended. They sneaked a look at the
soles of their wooden shoes. Yes they were well kept and newly
repaired . Things were not looking too bad after all. In any case,
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their poverty was neat; it was not the slovenly kind that always
gives itself away.
At first, things had gone quite well for the family. Then the
father was in the army for a long time. Afterwards poor jobs, low
wages, rising prices made the family go downhill. Illness followed. That is a sure thing. Now is my chance, Illness says, when
hardship has had its turn. Frost and snow stopped the father's
spade by which they lived. There was no hiding it now. No one
can hang on by one finger forever. Tidiness had concealed their
poverty so long that by now even the mice had given notice and
stopped coming to the pantry.
The father read the paper, the same paragraph over and over.
The mother's needle went too fast, in and out, in an out.
Next sock, thread the needle, in and out, in and out. It can't
go on like this. Only a little barley porridge. Day after day. Small
plates, less and less. Frost and snow. No more hiding it.
Then what? Certainly the family doesn't lack a way out. They
need only ask someone for a little help. On the wall are pictures
of people who look nice. Come to us, the pictures say. And if
they would not like to do that, why then they can sell the pictures; they would make any wall look homey, so they are
valuable. And there is the hanging lamp; indeed it is useless, it
only hangs and looks sinister. But the mother keeps it so bright
and shining it must be worth a lot of money to anyone who has
oil. And there is the old conch shell on the chest of drawers. It is
precious, for it is strange to listen to, and when father takes it in
his hand, he will relate what he has read about foreign countries - as if it all comes out of the shell. Yes, the family can easily
pull through for a while by selling their things, for everyone in the
room knows that those things have great value.
The father read the paper. The mother darned socks, the
children turned over the soft, fraying leaves of old magazines
almost worn out from being turned; no one spoke, and the evening wore on towards bedtime.
But the wind had risen . It had gained power; it was no longer
an aimless wayfarer but a commander in charge of a large host.
It passed by like a storm, and the snow horses lashed their tails
against the windowpanes. It left their house a dead quiet as it
rode on through the big trees of the churchyard .
In a silent moment like that they heard a hollow tap on the
door. Both kitchen and hallway lay between the living-room and
the front door, but they still heard it-one tap.
They looked at the mother, and she looked at them . her eyes ·
were big, and their own eyes grew big, dark, full of fear. And all
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of them, mother and children, turned their eyes towards father.
he was still looking at the paper, but his eyes did not move, he
was not reading.
He did not turn towards them, and they did not know what
was in his thoughts. He was a man, his mind was different from
theirs, and in a moment of fear they would know nothing about
him if he did not turn to look at them. But mother and children
were bound together. When something unknown approached,
there was fear in them . They remembered too much. One night
when they were asleep, a man had stood outside and knocked at
the door.
You must be off tonight-you are drafted.
It was still wartime.
The father raised his head and looked at the clock that hung
there on the wall. Bi and ti, bi and ti, abide and be quiet.
There was a strange gleam in his eyes, perhaps the secret
answer from a man's soul when he is called by the wild and
unknown. Yes, I will come.
" What was that, " whispered the mother.
He turned and met the many eyes, and strength came into
his.
While his steps faded through kitchen and hallway they sat
listening as quiet and motionless as if he had taken their
breath away.
They heard him open the frost-bound door. The wind rushed
in. Once it was quiet again they heard him ask, "is anybody
there?"
They thought it took long. But although they had heard each
of his steps, they began to tremble when he stood there in the
doorway, serious, wondering. He carried something in his hands.
One of the little girls cried at the sight of it, and it made them
shiver because it to them was so ugly and terrible.
" But what is that," whispered the mother.
" It is a partridge, " answered the father.
Then something happened in their eyes. Then they saw it was
a little partridge.
The father was holding a small , chubby bird in his hands, and
its head rested quietly against his thumb.
" It was lying on the stone step," he said.
" Yes but, who ... ," began the mother.
" There were no tracks in the snow," answered the father, " it
must have flown against the door."
The mother took the bird; she kissed its wing.
" It is quite warm, come and feel it," she said .
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And the children came and touched the bird. It was indeed
warm under the feathers. It was hard to understand that a dead
bird could be so glowingly warm under its slack wings.
"Strange," said the father mostly to himself, "it was probably
blinded by the snow. But the way it hit that door."
"I can think of an explanation," said the mother. While the little girls gently touched the partridge, the brother sneaked
hesitantly to the window. He pressed his face to the black cold
pane and looked out. He knew what he would see: a dark shape
taller than a man walking among the trees.
The partridge had fallen into the snow, and the warm room
made the snowflakes into shining drops on the curved feathers.
Some people say that the partridge is plainly dressed, and indeed
it is no fashion plate. But it wears with dignity its peasant garb
which has been coloured by brown leaves, ripening wheat, a
pinch of poppy-red, and two drops of the darkness of night. It is
the secret of the field, and whoever knows it must give it another
name, but it must then be kept a secret.
It had pretty little feet, fine and hard. The whole bird was
softly rounded, the head with its half-closed eyes, the beak from
which trickled a little red.
The father sat down again with the paper, but immediatley
after he came into the kitchen to the others. Nearly everyone in
the family shed tears over it, but the partridge was dead; it had to
be plucked, that way why it had come. When the feathers came
off, it looked like nothing, pitifully small. Little crumpled insides,
liver, gizzard. An inconceivably small, firm heart appeared . On
the inside the bird had radiant colours.
The father went outside; he came in again white and snowcovered with a handful of crisp parsley. Fat-the last
perhaps-was put into the frying pan, and potatoes were put on
the stove. Now the mother resolutely used the last resources, but
the bottom was not being scraped in despair, for she prepared a
meal of hope.
Although it was far beyond bedtime, a cloth was spread on
the table, white and beautiful even in the light of the carbide
lamp. But then the lamp was carried outside where it hissed
weaker and weaker, and an expensive candle was lit on the table.
Outside in the dark the wind roared. They washed, combed
their hair and dressed. Then they sat down at the holiday table.
The partridge was shared, and there was only a little for each of
them, but it is true that the little bird fed them all.
Inga Wiehl is presently instructor in Composition and Continental, English and American
Literature at Yakima Valley College in the state of Washington . Her article, Johannes V.
Jensen 's Discovery of America, appeared in The Bridge Number Three in 1979.
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